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Articles
Nationalism and Montesquieu’s Lettres
Persanes
by Tristan Murray
Abstract: Nationalism as a subject has a long and convoluted
history. Many historians and scholars of other fields have tried to
explore and understand the arrival and evolution of nationalism.
While the subject of how it arrived is under heavy debate, the
clarity of its implications remains clear. Nationalism is a long
standing and strong force in the modern world. This paper
attempts to capture a specific moment in time when nationalism
would be beginning its powerful ascent into the world. Through
one of France’s most prominent intellectuals, Charles-Louis de
Secondat, Baron de La Brède et de Montesquieu, this paper
analyzes three popular theories of nationalism deriving from the
modernist perspective. Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes is analyzed
with these three theories. Within the framework of the modernist’s
perspective of nationalism, this paper attempts to analyze a period
when the idea of the nation-state was growing in the minds of
French intellectuals. When considering self-identity of the nation,
it becomes critical to acknowledge the evolution of the “self” when
paralleled against the “Other.” Edward Said’s work in
“Orientalism” will be key in developing a further understanding of
this self-identification. Lastly, this work will cover the strengths
and weaknesses of all the varying theories when observed through
Montesquieu’s work.
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Introduction
The words “nation” and “nation state” bring many images to mind.
Some imagine hefty battlefields, flags waving through heavy
smoke while soldiers battle in the face of certain death. Others
picture sporting events with a special moment dedicated to the
singing of a national anthem. Still others compare their nation to
other nations, steadfastly believing that their particular nation is
better than any other nation. Nationalism, the belief that a group of
people are bound together and identify with a modern nation state,
is one of the most powerful forces of modernity. Millions have
fought, died, and cried over the ideal of the nation.
Nationalism has had a large impact on the modern world,
and many of the competing theories involving nationalism and its
origins are still hotly debated within the academic community.
With its varying theories, the scope of study involving nationalism
is complex and often convoluted. Though there is a great amount
of debate involving nationalism and theory, the solid foundation of
its presence is clear in the modern world. Cookie-cutter national
borders fixated on any contemporary map is evidence enough of
the large scale effect that nationalism has had regardless of when
and how it arrived. This paper is not an attempt to prove or
disprove nationalism and its theories, nor does it try to clarify
preexisting theories. Rather, this paper endeavors to capture a
moment in time when the ideal of the nation-state was crystallized
in the minds of Europeans. Academics such as Benedict Anderson,
Elie Kedourie, and many others have added many competing and
overlapping theories involving the self-identity of nations and the
nation-state. The most popular theories of the modernist
perspectives of nationalism will be identified and paralleled with
Edward Said’s Orientalism in an attempt to capture a specific
moment in time when nationalistic sentiment was becoming much
stronger. This work will be critical analysis of these theories of
nationalism and Orientalism with Montesquieu’s Lettres
Parisanes.
What is the exact period to be analyzed and through what
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means will it be dissected? In 1721, Charles de Secondat, baron de
Montesquieu, would publish Lettres Persanes, a satire depicting
two Persians traveling to Paris and the impression they both had
traveling around France. This paper will attempt to analyze
Montesquieu’s utilization of “the Other” to identify French culture,
or what it is to be French, through the lens of two Persians. With
the identification of French culture, the inspection of competing
theories of nationalism will be conducted. Of these theories, three
of the most prominent will be utilized. Benedict Anderson’s theory
of the “Imagined Community,” Emile Durkheim’s view of
“nationalism as the religion of the secular society,” and Ellie
Kedourie’s view of a “traditional pulverized society.”
Why is it important to analyze these competing theories of
nationalism, and why particularly in contrast to early modern
intellectuals such as Montesquieu? The crux for many of the
leading theories of the modernist paradigm spawn from the theory
that nationalism arises from the birth of modernity. Anthony D.
Smith in his book Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey
of Recent Theories of Nations and Nationalism reiterates this point
stating that “the paradigm of nationalism which was so widely
accepted until recently is that of Classical modernism. This is the
conception that nations and nationalism are intrinsic to the nature
of the modern world and to the revolution of modernity.”1 While
this view has since evolved into other forms of nationalism, it is
still essential to investigate the period when the embryonic form of
nationalism was developing. In continuing the investigation of the
modernist perspective, it is writers and intellectuals such as
Montesquieu who would accurately capture the sentiment of early
nationalism.
Theories of Nationalism
While there is plenty of external subject material regarding the
different theories of nationalism, it is necessary to briefly
1

Anthony Smith, Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of Recent
Theories of Nations and Nationalism (London: Routledge, 1998), 33.
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summarize the different theories that will be discussed in this
essay. The first general theory discussed will be Benedict
Anderson’s Imagined Communities. Anderson’s general theory
was that of an “imagined community” of language. He contends
that with the slow loss of church authority in Europe, and the
steady rise of print capital, the standard language of Latin was
becoming obsolete. With print capital, the vernacular language was
becoming the most widely utilized language. The ever-increasing
strength and development of the bourgeois helped push the
increasing strength of vernacular languages and thus created a
sense of community and shared identity.2 Coupled with the slow
rise of the vernacular, and the growth of the bourgeois, Anderson
continues to explain that the decline of the dynastic states was
essentially creating a void where the rise of the nation-state would
be necessary. In regards to a shared common past, David
Yaghoubian in his work Ethnicity, Identity, and the Development
of Nationalism in Iran states that “with the fragmentation of [the]
religious community, and the decline of [the] dynastic realm, there
also came a change in cognitions of time toward a calendared,
linear present and future, which enabled the creation of a common
historical past.”3 In essence, with the loss of church power and the
rise of the vernacular, there arose an imagined community through
a shared language. That shared linguistic community fostered a
timeline in which history was progressing from a shared ancestral
and common past. Thus, the past was old and outdated, while the
future would move forward through history. This would promote
an idea of a future of progress, where the human experience
continues to improve. With this progressive model of history rises
the shared identity of the nation-state.
Emile Durkheim’s view of nationalism as a religion is
particularly interesting in regards to what is presented here.
Durkheim views nationalism in a similar way to Benedict
2

Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 1991), 12-19;
David Yaghoubian, Ethnicity, Identity, and the Development of Nationalism in
Iran (New York: Syracuse University Press, 2014), 18-19.
3
Ibid., 18.
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Anderson. He argues that in the newly developed secular society, it
was necessary to create a way to influence citizenry to stay
productive. Without the threat of religion, how could the peasantry
be motivated to continue their work? Nationalism was the
development of Puritan working ideals without the need for
Puritanism. In other words, a motivator to work towards the good
of the community was essential, but one must find this motivation
in a world that lacked the fundamental religiosity of the premodern world. This new secular religion would become
nationalism. “Nationalism here is really a modern, secular ideology
which serves as a ‘civil religion’, performing the same functions
for individuals and groups as did traditional religion, although
springing from secular, non-traditional sources.”4
This explains the amount of imagery one sees through
nationalism. Durkheim would argue that the imagery of the nation
replaces the imagery of the church: “At that time, under the
influence of the general enthusiasm, things purely secular in nature
were transformed by public opinion into sacred things: these were
the Fatherland, Liberty, and Reason. A religion tended to become
established which had its dogmas, symbols, altars, and feasts.”5
The mass symbolism within the nation state has much to do with
the religiosity of a community’s past. It would be for this reason
that things such as a nation’s flag would become an everembracing image of nationalism.
Next, Ellie Kedourie’s theory of a “Pulverized Marginal
Society” argues that nationalism grows out of Europe through
intellectual writings coming from the Enlightenment. He places
particular importance on the writings of Kant and argues that
“good will can only be the autonomous will.”6
It was the merit of Fichte and other German
Romantics like Schlegel, Muller, Schleirmacher,
Arndt and Jahn to marry Kant’s individualist
4

Anderson, 98.
Ibid., 98.
6
Ibid., 99.
5
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doctrine to his cultural populism in such a way that
autonomy was now predicated of pure linguistic
communities, in which, to realise their true
freedom, individuals must absorb themselves. To
realise its autonomy, the linguist nation must
determine itself and take up its destiny; the
individual’s self could only be realised in the
struggle of his or her nation for self-determination.7
His analysis extends into colonized Africa and Asia, where
Kedourie argues that those who were colonized were at the same
time educated by the colonizers. Feelings of inferiority by the
colonized would develop and thus they would attempt to become a
part of the European society. Realizing that Europeans would
never allow this transformation to occur, the “Marginal Man”
would in turn search for internal identifiers. This would create
nationalistic sentiment through the colonized regions of Africa and
Asia.8
Orientalism
Edward Said would write a book in 1968 that would change the
thought of modern historical research forever. While much has
changed since the release of Orientalism, the historical
significance of his research is still prominent today. Thus, a French
intellectual writing about two Persians visiting France, and their
reaction to French culture, is dripping with examples like those
presented in Orientalism.
Said traces the beginning of his work with the start of the
th
18 century. He argues that Europeans would begin to study the
languages of the “Orient” in order to master their knowledge of
everything in the “Orient.” The Orient is loosely defined by
Europeans as most everything to the East of Europe including all
of Asia, all of the Middle East, and large portions of Africa. They
7
8

Ibid.
Yaghoubian, 11.
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would define themselves against the Oriental as Occidental, or
European. With this knowledge, Said argues that Europeans gain a
sort of power in knowledge over those who inhabit the Orient
itself. He in fact uses Balfour’s expedition into Egypt as a means to
define the power that is attained through knowledge:
As Balfour justifies the necessity for British
occupation of Egypt, supremacy in his mind is
associated with “our” knowledge of Egypt and not
principally with military or economic power.
Knowledge to Balfour means surveying a
civilization from its origins to its prime to its
decline—and of course, it means being able to do
that. Knowledge means rising above immediacy,
beyond self, into the foreign and distant......To have
such knowledge of such a things is to dominate it,
to have authority over it. And authority here means
for us to deny autonomy to “it.”9
It is decided early in Said’s work that this stark contrast between
the Oriental and the Occidental divided and created a paradigm of
the “Other.”
The choice of ‘Oriental’ was canonical; it had been
employed by Chaucer and Mandevill, by
Shakespeare, Dryden, Pope, and Byron. It
designated Asia or the East, geographically,
morally, culturally. One could speak in Europe of
an Oriental personality, and Oriental atmosphere,
and Oriental tale, Oriental despotism, or Oriental
mode of production and be understood.10
The Oriental was then to be compared in direct contrast to the
9

Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 32.
Ibid., 32.

10
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Occidental. If the Occidental was civilized, the Oriental was
uncivilized: “On the one had there are Westerners, and on the other
there are Arab-Orientals; the former are (in no particular order)
rational, peaceful, liberal, logical, capable of holding real values,
without natural suspicion; the latter are none of these things.”11
With this fabricated existence of what it is to be the “self” and
what it is to be the “Other,” Europeans abstractly justified the
colonization of the Orient. With a general understanding of what
Orientalism is, and what impact work such as Said’s had on the
forum of historical thought, it is easy to understand why analyzing
Montesquieu’s work in comparison to Orientalism and other
competing theories of nationalism are important.
Montesquieu
The next section of this essay will be devoted to analyzing
Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes in contrast to the three theories of
nationalism mentioned above and Said’s Orientalism. Lettres
Persanes, as mentioned earlier, was published in 1721 without a
name. Montesquieu published the work in fear of being
reprimanded by the then absolutist government of Louis XIV. It
would be published through Holland, outside the reach of Louis
control.12 Throughout the book, Montesquieu criticizes French
culture. The interesting aspect of this criticism is that his main
characters are both Persians. This is incredibly significant,
especially when viewed through the lens of Said’s Orientalism.
Also significant are all three of the theories of nationalism. Several
ideals will be investigated in the following parts of this work.
Imagined Communities and Lettres Persanes
Benedict Anderson’s theory in his Imagined Communities hinges
on three main principles, “The fragmentation of the religious
community, the decline of the dynastic realm, and the changing
11
12

8

Ibid., 49.
Samia Spencer, Writers of the French Enlightenment II (Detroit: Gale, 2005).

Tristan Murray

cognitions of time.”13 The loss of the vernacular as a weakening
church within France, the slow decline of the monarchy, and the
Enlightenment view of progressive historical thought all play a
part in Benedict Anderson’s view.
By 1721 the printing press had already made its European
introduction and the printing of thousands of books was well
underway. With the advent of the printing press, books became
readily accessible to those who could afford them. While still
relatively expensive in regards to the peasant classes, merchants
and the rising bourgeoisie could easily afford them. With readily
accessible books, writers began writing more in the vernacular
languages as opposed to the Latin language of the church. Latin
itself became less powerful and less popular. This would cause the
slow degeneration of Latin and the slow rise of the Vernacular. It
is thus within the theory of “imagined communities” that this trend
is experienced. This is precisely where Lettres Persanes would
fall.
The intellectual, Montesquieu, would write a book in
French for his French compatriots that would largely be read by
those within the new merchant class. The nobility and the clergy
who were also literate and had the funds to purchase books would
also read much of the new literature arising out of the
Enlightenment. This would prove a challenge for Montesquieu, as
Lettres Persanes would be published out of the Netherlands. To
further complicate this, it was published without a name in order to
protect Montesquieu from the wrath of the monarchy and the
nobility.14 With an understanding of the background to Lettres
Persanes, Anderson’s theory comes to life. A rising middle class, a
monarchy in crisis, a clergy without influence, and the publishing
of a book in French all create a portrait of an imagined community.
The theory itself is present within the pages of Lettres
Persanes, but there are also several questions that arise out of
Mantesquieu’s book. One of the key arguments to Anderson’s
13

Yaghoubian, 18.
Alan Kors, Encyclopedia of The Enlightenment (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press), 2.
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theory is the slow loss of the authority of the church. One of the
very first insights we have within Letters Persanes is within Letter
24 where Rica relates to his friend Ibben that the Pope is a
“Magician...who controls...[the kings] mind completely as he
controls other people’s.” He goes on to state: “The magician is
called the Pope. He will make the king believe that three are only
one, or else that bread one eats is not bread, or that the wine one
drinks not wine, and a thousand other things of the same kind.”15
While this may not seem like a weakening church, it is within the
next paragraph that one begins to understand the weakening of
eighteenth century church strength:
And in order to keep him in training, so that he [the
king] will not get out of the habit of believing, he
[the Pope] gives him certain articles of belief as an
exercise from time to time. Two years ago he sent
him a long document called the Constitution, and
tried to make this king and his subjects believe
everything in it, on pain of sever penalties. He
succeeded with the king, who submitted at once,
setting and example to his subject. But some of
them rebelled, and said that they refused to believe
anything in the document. The instigators of this
revolt, which had split the court, the whole
kingdom, and every family, are women.16
The very fact that anyone would refuse immediately to believe
something coming from the Pope is great evidence that the church
of the eighteenth century has weakened considerably. The taxing
religious wars of the sixteenth and seventeenth century had taken
their toll, and those within France were long since questioning the
authority of the church. This fits perfectly into Anderson’s theory.
Further evidence of a weakening church can be found in
15

Charles-Louis de Secondat Montesquieu, Persian Letters (Middlesex: Penguin
Books, 1985), 73.
16
Ibid., 73.

10

Tristan Murray

Letter 29, where Rica is writing to Ibben again about the Pope. In
this letter Montesquieu explains that at one point in time all of
Christianity would listen and obey the Pope’s word. But as of the
eighteenth century, “nobody fears him any longer.”17 He then goes
on to criticize the riches of the Pope, and the country that the Pope
controls. Interestingly, within Letter 75, one can witness the
criticism of the church through the civilian population itself:
“Religion does not so much provide an opportunity for
regeneration as for controversy, in which everyone takes part.
Courtiers, soldiers, women even, rise up in opposition to the clergy
and ask for things to be proved, when they have resolved not to
believe them.”18 If Montesquieu is accurately portraying the
feelings and emotions of his period, then truly people are coming
together under another banner to question what the supreme
authority is.
Even though the authority of the church has weakened, the
religious community is still also very evident. This religious
community is what Benedict Anderson searches for in
understanding what ties together a group of people in the modern
nation state.19 It is through his perspective that one visualizes
nationalism ultimately slipping into the role of religion’s unifying
properties. Rather than identifying through the traditional sacred
traditions of the church, the French would begin to identify more
and more with the imagined community of what it is to be
“French.” It is through the lens of the above passage that the reader
can at once view the criticism of the authority of religion in France
while simultaneously viewing the community coming together as
“French” to voice their opinion of the church. In other words, the
reader can instantly see the early development of nationalism
through Anderson’s work projected into Lettres Persanes. It is
capturing a specific moment in time that people are tuning out of
religious authority and the religious community into an “imagined”
community of what is “French.” Granted, this passage specifically
17

Ibid., 81.
Ibid., 151.
19
Anderson, 13.
18
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reflects the discontent of women. But this is not something that
should lighten the weight of influence women had within French
society. After all, it was women who stormed the gates of
Versailles during the October March, and it was women who wrote
Déclaration des Droits de la Femme et de la Citoyenne.
Montesquieu continues his criticism of the church in Letter
69. In it, he questions the seemingly hypocritical concept of an
omniscient god that has created humanity that has free will:
In what way could god foresee things which are
determined by the decision of a free cause? There
are only two ways in which he could see them: by
conjecture, which is inconsistent with infinite
prescience; or else by seeing them as effects which
are necessary, in that they inevitably follow from a
cause which also produces them inevitably; and this
is even more contradictory.20
Montesquieu is utilizing his reasoning skills while living during
the Enlightenment. These forces together frame the essence of
Anderson’s nationalism. The Enlightenment challenges religious
ideals, further separating the state from the church. The void left
by the weakening church not only creates a realm where the
vernacular becomes stronger, but also where nationalism can
inseminate its identifying properties for the bourgeoisie and
commoners alike. The only thing standing completely in the way
of a full flung modern nation-state would be the monarchy itself.
The monarchy would find itself challenged again and again
as the French revolution approached. Singularly, with the decline
of church power and the questioning of all church authority, it is
no wonder that philosophers would begin to question the
monarchy. Absolute monarchs, after all, claimed to receive the
right to rule through god. With the loss of church authority, so too
the monarchical system began to spurt and sputter. Montesquieu
20

Montesquieu, 145.
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would take a stern look at the king himself and criticize his system
of government.
The king of France is the most powerful ruler in
Europe. He has no goldmines like the King of
Spain, his neighbour, but his riches are greater,
because he extracts them from his subjects’ vanity.
Which is more inexhaustible than mines. He has
been known to undertake or sustain major wars with
no other funds but what he gets from selling
honorific titles, and by a miracle of human vanity,
his troops paid, his fortress supplied and his fleets
equipped.
Moreover, this king is a great magician. He exerts
authority even over the minds of his subjects; he
makes them think what he wants.....21
If one only glances at this passage, it may seem as though
Montesquieu is praising the great Louis XIV. After all, the king is
very powerful, and very rich. The work presented here is a satire.
Montesquieu is able to present a dialogue of a magician who
makes money come from nowhere utilizing the ignorance of his
character Rica, a Persian who has no idea who this king is. This
knowledge relates two important things. The king of France is still
strikingly powerful at the time of this book. If two visitors to
France feel the essence of the power of Louis XIV, then certainly
so did the citizenry. Also, the very fact that Montesquieu is able to
criticize the monarchy shows that the monarchy has begun its
decline. While it is true that Europe would see the establishment of
enlightened despots in the late 18th century, it would do nothing to
curb the arrival of the French revolution. The people of France are
beginning to identify more and more with each other as opposed to
a religious community, or a community under a specific monarch.
The vision of Anderson’s theory is visible through
21

Ibid., 72-73.
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Montesquieu’s work. But while his theory is one of the most
widely read theories, it does not cover all instances of nationalism.
He does well to explain how it came to exist. But how did one
come to understand what it is to be French? To better understand
the given feeling of what it is to be French, and the imagery of
nationalism, we can turn to Durkheim.
A Political Religion
Durkheim’s model hinges on a replacement of religion with a
“political religion.” Anthony D. Smith summarizes the essence of
“Political religion” theory through David Apter, Lucian Pye,
Leonard Binder, and Mandfred Halpern as a transitional period
into modernity. In other words, during the transition from a
primarily agrarian, pre-modern society, nationalism was a
necessary phenomenon that filled the secular void with the
symbolic imagery of nationalism. Once the transition into
modernism has finished, then nationalism will no longer be
needed. While this issue is hotly debated, one can still look
through the lens of the past to see if the rising trend of nationalism
was appearing during the end of the early modern period.22 In this
case, Montesquieu may be a vital resource in viewing the rise of a
political religion.
A good starting point for looking into the political religion
of Lettres Persanes is the translators notes in the Penguin Books
publication of 1985. Christopher Betts, a French studies professor
at the University of Warwick, explains that within Letters 88 and
Letter 90, Montesquieu is criticizing the French nobility,
“contrasting [it]” with Persian ideals and then interpreting the
“traditional noble ideal of ‘glory’ as a socially useful
phenomenon...” This is a “useful phenomenon” because it
“encourages” people to die for their country without complaint,
and in fact willfully. Montesquieu hints that this is a ghost of
feudal times and that this ghost is still very much alive within the
22

Smith, 98.
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French community. Was this really a ghost of feudal times, or was
this something greater in the infancy of development? Perhaps it
can be considered that both are plausible. The phantom of earlier
ideals of glory may rise into the dying specter of religion.
Considering the rising tide of the French army at the time of Louis
XIV it is possible to accept that the military had great influence
over commoners, nobility, and bourgeoisie alike.
From this passion for glory that the French nation
has in general, there has developed, in the minds of
individuals, a certain something called the point of
honour. Properly speaking it characterizes every
profession, but it is more noticeable among military
people, where it is found in the highest degree.
The French, especially nobles, used in the past to
observe scarcely any laws except those of this code
of honour, which governed the conduct of their
entire life. Its laws were so strict that it was
impossible for a man not merely not to break them,
but even to neglect the most trivial of their
conditions.23
Using Montesquieu’s vision of the strength of honor within French
society, it is entirely possible that nationalism was in some
respects, a heightened vision of this honor - the honor not only for
oneself, but for the country. This would include their neighbors’
honor, the community’s honor, all of the French nations honor, all
alike within a society quickly losing its sense of religious
community.
Montesquieu further describes the willingness of French
troops to die on the battlefield within Letter 89. In it he describes
the difference between French troops and “other” (Persian) troops.
Troops within France will battle because French troops are willing
23

Montesquieu, 171.
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to face death with happiness fighting for their country. Other
troops are simply “slaves” who are “naturally cowardly” and only
fight for “fear of being punished.” The tenacity and courage of
French troops further cause fear in the hearts of slave-soldiers.24
Montesquieu even goes on to comment on the imagery of honor:
But it seems that the sanctuary of honour,
reputation, and virtue is to be found in republics,
and the lands where men can speak of “my
country.” In Rome, Athens, and Sparta, honour
alone was reward for the greatest of services. A
wreath of oak-leaves or laurel, a statue or public
congratulations was an immense reward for winning
a battle.25
The paragraph seems to echo the Derkheim model of a nationalism
based on religious symbolism. The new deity of early modern
France was quickly becoming “honor.” It is not enough that these
pieces of “oak-leaves” represent thanks for a service provided. It is
the honor one worships in servicing his country, and the oak-leaf
symbolizes the thanks that the given nation imparts on that soldier.
This creates the symbolism needed to establish a deistic pursuit of
honor. Comparably, what is the consumption of the bread and wine
during mass but a symbolic gesture of the gestation of the blood
and body of Christ in remembrance of Christ’s sacrifice to all of
humanity? Thus, the religious symbolism of nationalism as
presented by Montesquieu is clearly seen. It is a representation of
the nation to which one devotes his historical honor. This historical
honor developed from a shared (perhaps imagined) past. It further
embodies the sacrifice of those who have died for the country, for
the “greater” good of the country or in religious terms for a deity.
Within Letter 84 Montesquieu further relates the amazement of
viewing individuals who were willing to die for their country.
24
25

Ibid., 170.
Ibid., 171.
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What a spectacle it is to see together in this one spot
all these martyrs to their country, drawing breath
only in order to defend it, and, with the same
feelings as before, though without their former
strength, complaining of nothing except their
powerlessness to sacrifice themselves for it again!
I should like the names of soldiers who die for their
country to be preserved in churches, and inscribed
in registers which would become as it were the
foundation of glory and nobility.26
Montesquieu places soldiers on the same pedestal as Christ
himself. He wants to see soldiers names written in churches in
memory of their sacrifice. Clearly, the honor of fallen soldiers
within Montesquieu’s mind is of the same magnitude of the
supposed sacrifice of Christ for all of humanity.
Again Montesquieu makes reference to the rise of the
nation within his summary of the Troglodyte nation. This nation as
described in Letters 11 through 13 is a nation within Arabia that
was very primitive. They eventually killed the king and lived
within their own selfish means. The nation would crumble in upon
itself as a result.27 Fortunately, two great families of the
Troglodytes survived the horrible outcome of the Troglodyte
nation. They understood the benefits of “justice” and “virtue.”
Montesquieu even goes so far as to define humanism with these
two nouns: “There had been two very extraordinary men in this
country. They were human; they understood what justice was; they
loved virtue.”28 Montesquieu continues the story, seemingly
deifying the two nouns. It is through justice and virtue that one
serves another’s countryman. It is everyone’s self-interest to serve
the community, and “that justice to others is charity for
26

Ibid., 163.
This is probably in reference to Hobbes’ “Natural Laws.”
28
Ibid,. 56.
27
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ourselves.”29 Continuing the story of the Troglodyte nation, it is
eventually invaded by barbarians. Again the reader is a witness to
the strength of the new godlike strength of justice and virtue:
They were appalled by the injustice of their
enemies, and not by their numbers. A new kind of
ardour possessed their hearts: one wanted to die for
his father, another for his wife and children; one for
his brothers, another for his friends; and all for the
Troglodyte nation.
Such was the combat of injustice and virtue.
These cowardly peoples, who wanted nothing but
plunder, were not ashamed to run away, and yielded
to the virtue of the Trogolodytes while remaining
unaffected by it.30
Even though the Troglodyte nation was victorious, the nation
would soon encounter its demise. Within Letter 14, Montesquieu
describes the death of the Troglodyte nation. The nation would
elect a king. With the election of a king, he described the death of
virtue within the Troglodyte nation. The rise of a king destroys
virtue, disposing of the godlike form of virtue and its unifying
power. Montesquieu is questioning the very assertion of the
monarchical system, and reaches out to an era prior to the
monarchy where virtue and justice ruled. Rather than a nation
united through a god, he is claiming the unification through an
ideal: virtue. He is essentially creating the necessary narrative in
creating a shared communal past for the present and also creating
the necessary imagery for a political messianism. Virtue, selfsacrifice, and justice, all imagery borrowed from religion to form
the modernizing force of nationalism.
With the advent of the godlike qualities of justice and
virtue, and the determination of self-sacrifice for the common good
29
30

Ibid.
Ibid., 59.

18

Tristan Murray

of the nation, it is easy to understand the strength of a “political
religion.” The future imagery that is evident through Napoleon’s
France, into modern western society was very powerful. Every
nation holds some characteristic as godlike. “Freedom, liberty,
justice, and virtue” are just a few of the symbols that have arisen
through nationalism. The imagery that often accompanies these
characteristics are just as powerful as the words themselves. The
flags, the eagles, the bandstands, and the national anthems all play
a role. It is through these qualities that one can see the unifying and
destructive nature of nationalism. “Everybody is capable of doing
good to one man, but it is god-like to contribute to the happiness of
an entire society.”31
Pulverized Communities
It is impossible to examine the colonies of France within the scope
of this work. Thus, rather than exploring the communities of
French colonialism and its education system, an investigation into
the two fictional characters from Persia will be conducted.
Montesquieu may have captured situations in which those of
another cultural origin begin to develop feelings of insecurity
through their self-imposed education in Europe. It is very possible
that both Usbek and Rica begin to adopt and understand French
culture ultimately taking it. It is also possible that the underlying
symbolism of the story itself gives a better picture of what is
happening to Rica and Usbek’s identity. It is through Kedourie’s
theory that one can begin to better analyze Said’s theory.
Rather early within Lettres Persanes, Usbek, the main
character, leaves Persia because of his virtuousness. He claims that
his virtue has made himself enemies within the court, as the court
was itself corrupt, and he refuses to abandon his ideal. Thus, early
on it is decided that the court of Persia is corrupt, and as an excuse
for escape, he, along with his friend Rica, flees to France. This
already frames Persia as somewhat dysfunctional. Whether or not
31
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Montesquieu’s intent was to frame Persia as dysfunctional will be
further analyzed along with Said’s readings. Within the framework
of Kedourie’s theory, a backdrop has been established. While both
the characters will criticize the French court system in their letters,
it was only in Persia that they had to flee because of a lack of
“virtue.”32
Throughout the book, one can see the influence of
European culture on the two main characters. Early within the
book, both Usbek and Ricca are shocked by French culture. Not
only are both characters shocked by French culture, but the French
are fascinated by the two Persians. Within Letter 30, one can
witness the fascination with Persian culture. Rica describes how
the French cannot seem to get enough of him, admiring his
clothing, his features, and going even so far as to say that “you’ve
got to admit, he really does look Persian.” Rica explains that this
indeed fascinates him, and yet, he does not consider himself “so
curious or unusual a person.”33 This sets the stage for the duality of
Kedourie’s theory. At one end, Rica admires French culture while
simultaneously French culture looks upon him with fascination.
Rica’s projection of his imagined self is on display through his
appearance. He decides later to wear European clothing. He is
pressured to appear more European, not through violence or any
act of overt harassment, but rather through an urge to hide his
identity within the robes of European society. Interestingly, Rica
considers the attention an honor, but a burdensome honor. At the
end of the letter, the ideas of what it is to be “Persian” begin to
come into focus. After disguising himself within the robes of what
it is to be European, Rica soon questions what he really is. His new
European look gave him the feeling of “non-existence.” In one
moment he is viewed as an oddity, and in another moment, he is
viewed as European. This causes a small identity crisis. “This
made me decide to give up Persian costume and dress like a
European, to see if there was still anything remarkable about my
32
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countenance. The experiment made me realize what I was really
worth. Free of all foreign adornment, I found myself assessed more
exactly...for all at once I fell into a terrible state of nonexistence.”34 He goes onto explain that he can maintain his
European image, but when one reveals that he is Persian, instantly
there is a clatter of voices, often asking “How can one be
Persian?”35
This presents another aspect to Kedourie’s theory. Rica is
attempting to blend into European culture. Kedourie would argue
that through the European education of the colonies and the
colonial administration system, many would begin to “embrace”
western ideals. Yet, because of their complete lack of ability to
become European, they would quickly re-identify with their own
culture, taking back with them the new-formed image of
nationalism. This ideology would speak to them as a broad
working theory that naturally divided humanity by varying cultures
and characteristics, and that the only successful government would
be a “national self-government.”36 Seen here, one can see Rica
identifying with European culture to the extent that he is willing to
don the appropriate clothing. But the French citizens question what
it is to be “Persian.” Rica hears and understands this. It is not farfetched to imagine that Rica is beginning to feel the emotional
response to nationalism, asking himself what it is to be Persian. He
can never attain Europeaness, but instead must search for a new
identity in himself, which would ultimately be Persian.
Further influence of French culture and the changes that
occur appear at the end of the book. Usbek reveals his true feelings
about the country he is living in when he begins to receive news of
his harem in Persia. Discontent, and upset, the lead eunuch in
Usbek’s harem is unable to keep order. Acting too late, Usbek is
unable to reply to the culminating crisis, and his harem falls apart
into complete rebellion. Within these final letters, many things are
revealed. It is understood that Rica has completely assimilated into
34
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French culture: “I have urged Rica thousands of times to leave this
foreign land, but he resists all of my suggestions. He keeps me here
on countless pretexts; he seems to have forgotten his country, or
rather he seems to have forgotten me, such is his indifference to
my unhappiness.”37 In this context, Rica has completely fallen into
his new French home. Usbek, is quite unhappy. It is never revealed
whether Rica maintains his new European life. Additionally, the
dismantling of the harem back home plays many symbolic roles. It
is easy to understand that Usbek will forever be changed by his
experience in Europe. So much so that his cultural identity through
his royal blood and his harem in Persia are both completely
destroyed. It can be argued that Persian culture is symbolized here
through Usbek’s harem. It symbolizes his cultural past, his power,
his prestige, and his status. The constant bombardment of French
culture slowly whittled away at the Persian identity of Usbek,
resulting in the ultimate defeat of his image. Now, Usbek can
never return to his home, nor his historical identity. Perhaps this
new character will be further in line with a nationalistic sentiment,
his old identifiers “bombarded” into a European mode of
nationalism.
Orientalism
The Orientalistic view is rich throughout Lettres Persanes. Many
of the examples previously used can be juxtaposed to further
illustrate Orientalism. The very fact that Montesquieu attempts to
write on Persian culture with any form of authority speaks for the
Orientalist.38 It is through knowledge of the “Orient” that
Montesquieu writes through two Persians. But where does
Montesquieu gain his knowledge of the Persian Letters? For that
answer we turn to Jean Chardin’s Voyages en Perse.
Born in 1643, Jean Chardin would frequently travel to
Persia as a jeweler and a traveler. His extensive work titled
Voyages en Perse would heavily influence all intellectuals of the
37
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18th century. Considering his major work would be popular among
the French elite, it is safe to say that Montesquieu probably relied
heavily on the expertise of Jean Chardin’s work.39 Within the
introduction of the work itself, it is said that, “Chardin’s first work
affords a remarkable insight into Persian mentality, that is entirely
new in the European writings of the period, being, in fact, the
inside view.”40 This in and of itself peels back the layers of
Orientalist thinking. Europeans were beginning to utilize another
European’s inside view into the thinking of Persians. Montesquieu,
utilizing this work for inspiration into his own authority of Persian
culture, is thus identifying Persians through the professional view
of his own Europeaness.
Further, it is also identified that Montesquieu used the work
of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier. Pascale Barthe of the University of
North Carolina Wilmington quickly identifies the Orientalist
contribution to European thought by Tavernier.41 A traveler and an
entrepreneur, Tavernier would write about his travels to the East,
writing about his experiences and perceptions of Eastern culture
throughout his books “profoundly influencing Philosophies of the
next generation.”42 It is clear then that the first steps of an
Orientalist perspective have been established. Montesquieu will be
writing with academic authority about the perceived nature and
culture of Persian life. He will be using this authority to identify
what it is to be “Persian” while simultaneously criticizing and
identifying French culture.
The next steps will be to investigate the literature itself.
Where can examples be found of this identification throughout the
book? The establishment of a harem early on already paints a clear
picture of the Orientalist thought. Clearly, a harem is much
39
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different than 18th century Western thoughts on marriage. Also, the
very nature of Usbek leaving his royal court because he has too
much virtue is in direct contrast to the country he is fleeing to. If
Usbek is fleeing because he has too much virtue, clearly Persia
itself lacks virtue. Interestingly, both Persians will make interesting
criticisms involving the lack of virtue within France. It is thus
Montesquieu’s conclusion through the Troglodyte nation that a
state of virtue cannot exist within a state of Monarchical values.
Montesquieu is seemingly pointing out the inherent flaws of a
Monarchical system while comparing it to the Persian system of
government. He is essentially stating that the French system is
wrong, as evidenced by the existence of a similar system in Persia.
Interestingly enough, this fable is related through the story of a
Persian, who is at the same time becoming Europeanized
throughout the book.
The eunuchs and their treatment of Usbek’s wives
throughout the Letters also seem to clearly identify a difference
between French and the “Other.” The head Eunuch and Usbek
have a large discourse throughout the novel, and in it one witnesses
the implied torment of a eunuch and his life. Usbek’s responses
often seem cruel. The eunuch complains about their duties to their
harem and the constant service to the bickering and plotting wives
of Usbek. Again, the portrayal of harem life, of a eunuch’s life, and
Persian experience entirely is projected onto the French reader.
The readers would be placing themselves in contrast to what they
are reading. Essentially this creates a catalog of Persian culture,
and French culture: Persian’s have harems, the French do not;
Persians are cruel, the French are not; Persians perform castration
on slaves, the French do not. This represents a sort of “drama
played out” for Europeans involving the sexuality and violence of
a culture not understood.
On the level of the position of the problem, and the
problematic...the Orient and the Orientals [are
considered by Orientalism] as an “object” of study,
stamped with an otherness—as all that is different,
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whether it be “subject” or “object”— but of a
constitutive otherness, of an existentialist
character....This “object” of study will be, as is
customary, passive, non participating, endowed
with a “historical” subjectivity, above all, nonactive, non-autonomous, non-sovereign, with regard
to itself: only the Orient or the Orientalist or
“subject” which could be admitted, at the extreme
limits, is the alienated being, philosophically, that
is, other than itself in relationship to itself, posed,
understood, defined—and acted—by others.43
In other words, the Persians here are “Othered” only to be
fervently dissected and objectified by the reader. The “subject” of
this study is “passive and non-participating,” and has no
sovereignty over himself. The subject is alienated from himself,
and acted on and understood by others. This can perfectly describe
the extent of what Montesquieu accomplishes here. The essence of
being Persian is pulled out of the very pages of this book, to be
examined closely by other Europeans. In contrast, Europeans
identify themselves by further pushing Persian culture back into its
Oriental position, east of Europe.
Using the same Letters that were used to investigate
Koudourie’s theory, one can compare the parallels of what it is to
be “Persian” to what is it to be “French.” Again, we are
approached with questions about “What is it to be Persian” and
“How can one be Persian?” Within this frame one can witness Rica
disguise himself as a European to escape the constant attention of
the Europeans. A glimpse in French society gives one an
interesting look into Orientalism. Here, French citizens question
what it is to be Persian while gazing down at Rica. Through Rica
they begin to determine what is Persian, or the other, and what is
French, or themselves. In their eyes, Rica is a stage that represents
all of the Orient. Through it they can recognize the other qualities
43
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of the Orient. They capture, in one person, the whole region and all
cultures east of themselves. Through this narrow view, they make
conclusions about the Orient itself. Interestingly, the book itself is
still an example of Orientalist thinking. After all, while the French
citizen are analyzing Rica, the Persian, the author is still writing
from a European perspective. Montesquieu is establishing a stage
of the Orient within the framework of his book in which all of
Eastern culture will be projected and displayed for European
citizens across the continent.
Also worth considering is the similarity between
Kedourie’s vision of “marginal men” and Said’s “Othering.” Both
seminal works seem to work well with each other. It is because of
this reason that many of the useful passages found within
Montesquieu’s work can be analyzed through both theories. For
example, it was easy to analyze the concept of Rica’s assimilation
into French society while arguing that he was conceptually relating
to what it is to be “French;” ultimately maintaining and
questioning what it is to be Persian. It was also feasible to question
the Orientalism theory under a similar pretext; Montesquieu is
establishing what it is to be French while utilizing the Persian
“Othering” as an image to compare it against. In this aspect, these
theories are strikingly similar. The big difference seems to be
under the image of nationalism. One deals with the theoretical
concept of Orientalism, while the other deals specifically with
nationalism. While it is not the goal of the work here to assume or
make conclusions about what “nationalism” is, it is safe to assume
that Orientalism and marginal men are quite similar. Perhaps upon
further investigation one can find evidence that both nationalism
and Orientalism are pieces of a much larger picture.
Conclusion
It is important for the modern academic to understand the arrival of
nationalism. The world today is shaped through its ability to unify
people. Many of the world’s large scale conflicts involved and still
involve this engrossing theory. Even though it is only explored in a
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small amount in this given work, it still focused in on a point in
time that is crucial to the development of western nationalism. It is
because of the impact that thinkers such as Montesquieu had on the
development of Europe that it is crucial in understanding their
impact on nationalism.
Within this work the exploration of three modernist
theories of nationalism were explored. The “imagined community”
with Benedict Anderson was first. It was clear through his work
that his theory of the rising vernacular and the loss of authority of
the church created a shared community of language. All of this is
evident through Montesquieu’s work. But Anderson does little to
explain beyond the past shared identity of language. What is it to
really be “French?” With this in mind, the theory of Durkheim’s
political religion was analyzed. In it we find all the idolatry and
visual appeal of nationalism, and the self-identification of what
“French” is through religious fervor. Again, with the loss of church
authority, the imagery and idolatry of religion is instead projected
onto a nationalistic identity. Montesquieu’s work has much to
support this point of view. But once again, this theory runs short
and it does very little to explain nationalistic sentiments outside of
France. Why does nationalism continue to spread throughout the
world? Kedourie allows one to view the crisis of identity from the
perspective of those outside of French culture. Inherently they
attempt to adopt French culture, but French culture is exclusive to
the French. Therefore they search internally for identifiers and
compare themselves against French nationalism: “If we are not
French, we are something else, we are Persian.” Said’s Orientalism
would refine this perspective not only through European colonies,
but through his use of European “authority of knowledge” over the
so-called “Orient.” All of these theories are witnessed through
Montesquieu’s book. Thus, one can conclude that theories of
nationalism combined with theories of Orientalism all have faults
and all of strengths. It is through the use of all of these theories that
one can find the occurrence and the arrival of nationalism,
particularly within Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes.

27

Nationalism and Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes

28

Tristan Murray

Bibliography
Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. New York: Verso,
1991.
Barthe, Pascale. “A Seventeenth-Century French Merchant in the
Orient: The Portrait of Jean-Baptiste Tavernier in Les
six voyages.” In East Meets West in the Middle Ages and
Early Modern Times: Transcultural Experiences in the
Premodern World, edited by Albrecht Classen. Berlin: de
Gruyter, 2013, 757-79.
Chardin, John. Travels in Persia, 1673-1677. New York: Dover,
1988.
Kedourie, Elie. Nationalism in Asia and Africa. New York: World
Pub. Co., 1970.
Montesquieu, Charles-Louis de Secondat. Persian Letters.
Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1985.
Said, Edward. Orientalism. New York: Vintage Books, 1979.
Smith, Anthony. Nationalism and Modernism: A Critical Survey of
Recent Theories of Nations and Nationalism. London:
Routledge, 1998.
“Tavener-Orientalism.pdf.” Accessed December 14, 2014.
http://theory.eserver.org/tavener-orientalism.pdf.
Writers of the French Enlightenment II. Detroit: Gale, 2005.
Yaghoubian, David. Ethnicity, Identity, and the Development of
Nationalism in Iran. New York: Syracuse University Press,
2014.

29

Nationalism and Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes

Author Bio
Tristan is a recent graduate of California State University, San
Bernardino. He graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in History with a
European concentration and a Minor in French. He would like to
earn his PhD and this following summer plans on applying for
graduate programs. His area of focus includes European
nationalism, and its varying degrees of influence on the Middle
East and Middle Eastern nationalism. He also studies the French
language and spent a year in France developing a level of
proficiency in French. He would like to thank faculty members at
the history department at California State University, San
Bernardino. He would like to give a special thanks to Dr. Pytell,
Dr. Yaghoubian, and Dr. Murray for their support in facilitating a
deeper interest in history. Finally, he would like to thank his
friends and family for their support in creating an interest in the
world around him.

30

Tristan Murray

31

